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weakness
Weakness is a term which usually comes with negative connotations 
(index card, *weak). In the dictionary, the term is described as 
‘lacking the power to perform physically demanding tasks,’ not able 
to fulfil its functions properly,’ and ‘of a low standard.’ However, 
in the field of biology, weak bonds are vital. Most of the molecules 
which are essential for life have many interchangeable elements, 
which would demand too much energy to rearrange if they were 
strongly bonded. An example of this is the weak hydrogen bonds, 
which help determining and stabilizing the shapes of biological 
molecules.1

The philosophy of weakness derives from Gianni Vattimo’s theories 
of ‘weak thought’ (pensiero debole).2 The theories is Vattimo’s 
proposal for a philosophy of postmodernity, against a globalizing 
model based on truth, unity, and totality. The basic premise of 
this theory is the idea that there is no longer possible to pursue a 
complete, stable, metaphysical truth, and instead one must rely 
on a hermeneutical truth - which is interpretative, partial, and 
provisional.3 
 In an architectural context, the concept of weakness has 
been used as a response to modernism, claiming ‘the necessity for 
a philosophy denying any kind of strong, definitive and universal 
solution.’4 Based upon Vattimo’s ‘weak thought,’ the architect and 
theorist Andrea Branzi further developed these principles into weak 
urbanisation. According to Branzi, the concept of weakness follows 
a more natural logic than the geometrical, as it ‘proceeds following 
more incomplete, imperfect, disarticulated types of cognizance and 
transformation.’5 This weak concept is not seeking one definitive 
and universal solution of architecture, and ‘renounce the final state 
of stable perfection.’ 6 Instead, it proposes more fragmented and 
heterogeneous scenarios, where the unexpected is valued.

abstract 
This paper seeks to unfold the spatial and generative potentials of weakness in the development of 
architecture and theory, and as a creative driver in artistic- and architectural research. 
 Weakness is a term which usually comes with negative connotations. The paradox and ambiguity 
of this term is intriguing. Unfolding the subject, weakness conducts vital tasks – and in some cases even is 
what makes a system ‘strong’ and resilient.

The paper discuss weakness from theoretical perspectives and through specific identified examples of 
systems with an embedded weakness.  Weakness will be unfolded through these on-going investigations 
(‘Demonstrations’) and a vocabulary of operational terms (index-cards).
 The concept of weakness proposes dynamic relationships and emerging capacities and - through 
fragmentation and assemblage - composing realities without reducing to one synthesis. Ultimately with an 
aim to provide more stratified conceptions of architecture. 

The overall research project, ‘Weakness in Architecture; Changing Spatial Environments and Tectonics´ (2017-), 
is in the early stage, and investigates how weakness can foster a dynamic relationship between architecture 
and environmental forces and processes. 
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The overall research project investigates how weakness can foster a 
dynamic relationship between architecture and environmental forces 
and processes. 
 In an age in which architecture has become increasingly 
image-based, the ideal state of a building is often conceived as 
immediately after being built and still appears as it was drawn. 
According to the philosopher Gernot Böhme, ‘the representation 
of the work in photographs has become just as important as, if not 
more important than, the building itself.’7 Considerable resources are 
used to counteract wear and tear - working against environmental 
forces and processes (entropy) - to maintain the building as this 
ideal static image.  

assemblage
Theories of weakness are utilised to make a shift from the notion 
of buildings as fixed objects, to something which includes less 
stable and fixed notions of architecture. Furthermore, the project 
investigates how weakness could provide expanded margins 
for negotiation with forces and uncertain future circumstances. 
Contemporary theories of New Materialism share a similar 
approach as Vattimo’s ‘weak thought,’ and moreover, provide a 
framework to transcend binaries of nature-culture - envisioning 
scenarios where the boundaries between the natural world and 
the built environment are ambiguous. Through these theories, the 
project seeks to compose and intervene in a more complex reality. 
Architecture and its environment are approached as an assemblage8 
which acts as a series of (intentionally) changing spatial conditions 
over time - generating changing experiences related to space, time 
and phenomenological effects. 

The concept of assemblage is a mode of ordering heterogeneous 
entities so that they work together for a certain time. The aspect 
of time is essential. It underlines that assemblages are not fixed or 
permanent compositions, but are rather ‘caught up in a dynamic 
of deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation.’9  The assemblage 
implies dynamic relationships and emerging capacities which is 
particular operational for this research project, as it does not seek 
one ideal final synthesis. Assemblage theory suggests a more 
fragmented and open-ended way of approaching architecture and 
its environment – and furthermore introduces a generative way of 
operating, which supports a weak theory construction and overall 
‘weak’ methodology.

The overall research project is centred around the development 
of a set of ‘Demonstrations’ (practice-based investigations) 
and a vocabulary of operative terms (index cards, weak theory 
construction). 

demonstrations
The point of departure is a collection of existing examples of 
systems with an embedded weakness, which provides a direct 
(intentional) response to external impulses. These examples 
derive from various fields, from architecture (vernacular building 
technologies), traffic and transportation engineering to smaller 
devices and components. In some of the examples, the weakness is 
the component, where that part is potentially sacrificed to protect 
more valuable parts of the system. In other cases, the links between 
the components are weak to enable transmission of forces.
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[galvanic  anode] [parge coat]

[venice][c i rcuit  breaker]

[guardrai l ] [stave construc t ion] [pantograph]

[ f loat ing pontoon]

[spr ink ler  fuse]

[se ismic  design] [ icelandic  highway system]

[hurr icane break-away wal ls ]

examples with an embedded weakness



 The examples are investigated through a set of 
experimental (artistic) and analytical operations, which serves as a 
way of de-contextualising the specific examples and unfold latent 
spatial architectural potentials across scale, purpose, and context. 
These operations act investigative and generative – as sort of 
thinking-devices, inventing questions through the act of making. 
And potentially lead to further architectural speculations that are 
detached from the original context of the example. 

Emerging from dialogues and oppositions of the examples, three 
different Demonstrations have been initiated and developed in 
parallel. This way of operating is unfolding the field, where points 
of references are established which can form new and diverse 
categories of architectural potentials. The drift between the 
Demonstrations is used productive, unfolding and initiating different 
perspectives of time (cyclical – linear), reaction (instant – gradual), 
tectonic qualities, and spatial layouts. 
 

Material from two of the Demonstrations is included in this paper: 

DEMONSTRATION #1 derives from the example of a [1] circuit 
breaker (in an electrical system). The device performs an instant 
reaction when detecting an electrical overload, and weak links allow 
a magnet to pull down a lever and to cut the circuit. These initial 
investigations have revealed aspects as choreography, event, and 
temporal perceptions of suspense and surprise, which directs further 
investigations.

(page 4-5)

DEMONSTRATION #3 is based upon a set of examples, which have 
in common an anticipation of failure and control of destruction. The 
examples are a [2] protection panel (in a bus) – where engravings in 
the plastic surface control how it fractures – and principles of weak 
points from [3] seismic design and [4] the Icelandic Highway system.10 
In both of these two examples, forces are directed to certain spots 
which are designed to break, dissipating some of the energy and 
thereby saving rest of the structure. From these examples, the 
principles of generative destruction is the point of departure for the 
following investigations (on-going).

(page 6, 8)
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[4]

“We know when we build a bridge it will not last.”
– representative from the Icelandic Road Administration, May 5, 2012
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(this page) circuit breaker,
drawing, selection of layers

(next page) manual,
selection of paragraphs

[1]

[2]

[5]

[graphics]
Corresponding layers of drawings and 
written paragraphs  (manual)  – providing 
a sequential reading of the device through 
the layers and paragraphs. A manual of the 
architectural reading of the device.  
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2.   
Insulation

A moulded body of an insulating compound defines the spatial 
delineation of the device. The spatial organisation of movable 
components is made of confined spaces/areas with a pre-defined 
freedom of movement, ensuring appropriate relation between 
parts. Space of possible states. [2]

[ M A N U A L ]    of Demonstration #1:  circuit breaker

1. 
Circuit making and breaking 

Hidden behind a cover of thin plastic sheet reside two 
interrelated systems - an electrical and a mechanical. The only 
parts visible, revealing hints of the inner life of the device, is 
glimpses of an operating switch and a contact point – which 
further indicates a relationship to something outside. 

When the components within are placed in correct positions, 
electricity flows through the closed circuit of the device. This 
flow of electricity connects the device and the individual 
building to an even larger electrical network of cords and cables, 
to neighbourhoods, cities, and further on. [1]

6. 
Temporal perception

The performance is carried out behind the cover. It is unknown 
when it will happen - but the line of action is foreseen. An 
inherent tolerance within the device where minor changes/
deviations are not detectable, until the overload just passes the 
tipping point and triggers the first component in the ‘set up’.
 The system of the device is reversible –a cyclical aspect 
of time cyclical. The breaker is reset by pushing the operating 
switch, which repositions the components and re-creates 
connection/circuit.  [5]

5. 
Event

 
The circuit breaker provides an instant reaction to electrical 
overload. When detecting an overload, the mechanical 
components performs a predefined choreography - order of 
steps. This sequence culminates with an event - breaking the 
circuit and cutting the electricity. This movement is pre-
orchestrated; the components are triggered and leads to the next 
movement of the component nearby. A succession of devices or 
stages in a process, each of which triggers or initiates the next. 
[5]

‘[…] this invention resides in the combinations, arrangements and functional 
relationships of elements, as set forth in the following specification […].’

Patent document: United States Patent Office, 2,502,537 Circuit Breaker. 
Serial No. 62,045, Apr. 4, 1950
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index cards
The vocabulary of operative terms is built up throughout the research 
project, and creates a vertical movement across. The terms are 
unfolded through neutral definitions and/or theoretical positions, 
and are organised as individual index cards that act as a dynamic 
tool of theoretical fragments. 
 The index cards give theory a physical and tangible 
presence. At the moment, four cards embody the essence of the 
overall research project. (index card, *exactitude *imagination 
*malfunction *order). The selection of these four cards are 
continuously considered – and some (or all) of the cards might be 
replaced. To make this selection requires an active positioning and 
take a standpoint. The mentioned cards give an intrinsic feeling of 
capturing something essential. Without being able to grasp the full 
meaning at the given moment, the cards act as a core which directs 
further formulations.

The vocabulary transcends boundaries, and generate previously 
unseen connections across relevant disciplines as geology, 
mechanics, art, philosophy, etc. This provides a broader 
understanding of a given term as well as pointing out possible 
angles and raises questions which are further addressed in the 
practice-based experiments. Furthermore, the index cards create 
relations between terms, as a card might refer to other terms and 
cards. An example of this comes from DEMONSTRATION #3 which 
took its departure from the index card ‘destruction’, leading to 
a succession of terms and cards, revolving around the notion of 
order. (next page: index cards, *destruction, *order, *entropy, 
*entropy).

The act of selecting quotes and determining terms is driven by 
intuition.11 In general, terms are chosen to capture the essence of 
a quote, and secure relation to other terms. Analysing the working 
process so far, there is a tendency that an (operational) friction 
has been of interest and directing some of the choices. Examples 
are relevant terms which come with negative connotations, but 
a closer look at the definition or a different theoretical context 
suggests a more positive comprehension of the term. Or theoretical 
positions which are filed under a term which differs from the way 
it conventionally would be described - as with the term ‘exactitude’ 
(index card, *exactitude). Some terms have several index cards 
and definitions, where some are even conflicting. This productive 
ambiguity provides a vocabulary of nuances and alternative 
perspectives, which complement more stratified conceptions of 
architecture.

The dynamic and operational use of the index cards is situated 
within a weak theory discussion, initiated by Sedgwick (1997) with 
the field of social science, and further developed by Stewart (2008) 
and Pétursdóttir and Olsen (2017).12 Weak theory is mobile and 
open for modification and provides a space to be moved by other 
theories and practice-based experiments. According to Stewart, 
weak theory construction is in contrast to a “paranoid” or “strong” 
theory, which ‘defends itself against the puncturing of its dream of a 
perfect parallelism between the analytic subject, [the] concept, and 
the world.’13 
 A similar approach is formulated by Jonas Redstrøm, 

scan, index cards
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Demonstration#3: a succession of terms and 
cards, revolving around the notion of order. 

which has a particular attention to theory development in design 
research. In his approach, theory is considered one of those things 
design research engages in making, equal to all the other formats of 
things being made. He defines it as ‘transitional theory,’ which unlike 
most theories at the same time is something ‘fluid, unstable, and 
transitional.14 Through this approach, quoting Redstrøm, theory is

‘not used only to account for existing things but also importantly to 
imagine things not yet seen.15
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intermediate-level knowledge
The various fragments of different media and techniques, such 
as layers of images, computer- and hand drawing, index cards 
of terms, paragraphs of written text, material components, 
et cetera are continuously re-worked and re-arranged as 
assemblages. The relationship between fragments creates a space 
of possibilities, which poses questions and making preliminary 
connections. A drawing which belong to a line of investigations 
in one Demonstration, would also directly confront and question 
investigations in a different Demonstration. Or, at times, discoveries 
are implemented across Demonstration boundaries. 
 This working method facilitates an intuitive and 
experimental way of operating, which allow one to jump between 
fragments and follow trajectories. The fragments act as a sort of 
anchor points, which provide a structure to navigate within. 

This operative in-between stage, which occupies the territories 
between the examples and speculations, can be perceived as 
intermediate-level knowledge. 16 It is more than the original example 
but is still not an independent architectural speculation. Quoting 
Gaver and Bowers, it is  
 ‘a way of modestly and speculatively reaching out beyond 
the particular without losing grounding—and doing this with all the 
rigor and relevance needed to inform the invention and detailed 
development of new designs.’17 

Throughout the research project, a question has emerged on how 
to assemble the fragments. A digital assemblage has limitations, 
as some relations require layering and overlaps which reveals parts 
of fragments underneath. Furthermore, the various possibilities of 
sequencing and unfolding, allowing a closer look at a detail, while 
keeping an overview favour the physical assemblage - still being 
able to identify the individual fragments of the assemblage, and 
keeping the possibility to rearrange. 
 The current status is printed fragments, assembled in a 
moleskin notebook (19 x 25 cm). Printing the fragments implies 
some basic, but important decisions, as size of the fragments, paper 
quality (transparent, translucent, thickness), and how to combine 
and unfold the material. Another aspect for further consideration 
is how to physical construct assemblages between fragments 
of different media and sizes, without reducing to graphical 
representations. 
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Assemblage, moleskin. Demonstration #3

Demonstration #3: material fragments

' [ . . . ]  there  is  no such thing as 
formless  matter,  but  you are 
st i l l  interested in  being able  to 
dist inguish bet ween more and 
less organized forms  as  wel l  as 
more and less  stable forms .' 18



closing commentary
As mentioned, the research project is in its early stage (7 months 
into the PhD studies), and the material presented acts as stepping 
stones for further speculation. This paper, hence, acts as a way 
of encountering what has already been made to direct a path for 
further investigations.

The project and this paper is a start of an ongoing discussion of 
how to navigate in the field of uncertainty, both when It comes 
to architectural research and architecture itself - balancing the 
planned and the chance. The concept of weakness is not seeking 
one definitive and universal solution of architecture, proposing more 
fragmented and heterogeneous scenarios.
 Weakness as a mode of operation acts as a creative driver, 
transcending boundaries and potentially generates previously 
unseen connections, alternative perspectives, and speculations.
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